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This new 
and discreet 
squirrelpox 
outbreak on 
the mainland 
highlights 
the ongoing 
threat posed 
by grey 
squirrels 
to regional 
red squirrel 
conservation

Gross postmortem examination 
under the APHA Diseases of Wildlife 
Scheme recorded periorbital hair 
loss, and reddening and thickening 
of the skin, which was more severe 
around the left eye. There was swelling 
and reddening of the lips, with the 
lower lips severely affected, and mild 
crusting of the affected skin below the 
left nostril. 

Transmission electron microscopy 
confirmed the presence of SQPV 
particles. Bacteriological culture of a 
skin swab revealed a mixed bacterial 
flora containing a very heavy growth 
of Staphylococcus sciuri. It was 
previously reported that S sciuri was 
isolated in pure or predominant growth 
from ocular squirrelpox lesions in 16 of 
42 animals for which bacteriology was 
undertaken, and highlighted four  
of these cases suggesting a role  
as a secondary pathogen.2

Following confirmation of 
squirrelpox at the Treborth Botanical 
Gardens, trapping operations 
were undertaken between 5 and 9 
December. Six grey squirrels were 
removed and 11 individual red 
squirrels identified. Three red squirrels 
were PiT microchipped following their 
capture, while eight had previously 
been microchipped. All were first 
microchipped after the last squirrelpox 
outbreak: three in autumn 2021 and 
five during 2022. None of the captured 
red squirrels showed external signs of 

potential disease. Two camera traps 
were also deployed and monitored 
by local volunteers. The recorded 
videos and still images were carefully 
scrutinised and again, none of the 
recorded animals showed signs of 
disease.

This ongoing mainland monitoring 
programme is vitally important to 
detect further outbreaks of disease. 
The surveillance is providing valuable 
data on the frequency of outbreaks 
and, with microchipped animals, the 
unique opportunity to potentially 
assess scale. Given the close  
proximity of Anglesey, with the 
bridges linking the island with 
the mainland near to the Treborth 
Botanical Gardens, the strategic 
value of ongoing vigilance cannot be 
overstated.

JP Holmes, veterinary investigation officer 
APHA Shrewsbury, Veterinary Investigation 
Centre, Harlescott, Shrewsbury, Shropshire 
SY1 4HD
DJ Everest, pathology scientist
APHA Weybridge, New Haw, Addlestone,  
Surrey KT15 3NB 
CM Shuttleworth, research fellow 
School of Natural Sciences, Bangor University, 
Bangor, Gwynedd LL57 2UW
email: shuttleworthcm@aol.com
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POULTRY HEALTH

Use of ionophores in 
poultry feed
IN their assessment of the impact of 
a reduction or removal of ionophores 
used for controlling coccidiosis in 
the UK broiler industry, Parker and 
colleagues deem the development 
of antibiotic resistance linked to use 
unlikely, and the negative economic 
and environmental impact of removal 
high.1 We believe some important 
considerations have not been taken 
into account in coming to these 
conclusions.

Resistance to ionophores has 
now been demonstrated in both 
coccidia and bacteria. The fact that 
ionophores are not used in human 
medicine does not mean there are 
no risks to consider. Genes encoding 
the resistance mechanism in bacteria 
are found on transferable plasmids 
that also encode resistance to other 
antimicrobials. Co-occurrence of 
ionophore resistance with resistance 
to aminoglycosides, macrolides, 
tetracyclines and vancomycin has been 
reported.2,3 These antimicrobials are 
important in human healthcare. In both 
Sweden and Norway, all vancomycin-
resistant Enterococcus faecium (VRE) 
isolated from broilers in the past 20 
years are also resistant to narasin, 
suggesting ionophores can be linked to 
persistence of VRE in broilers.4,5

It is often assumed that E faecium 
strains are host specific, and that 
strains found in animals do not pose 
a threat to human health; however, 
VRE from broilers have been shown to 
transiently colonise people,6 providing 
the opportunity for horizontal gene 
transfer of resistance genes. A detailed 
look at whole genome sequencing 
data from two large collections of 
enterococci reveals that ionophore-
resistance genes are part of the core 
genome of broiler isolates, but they 
are also found in isolates from hospital 
patients at low prevalence.7,8 In the 
case of vancomycin resistance, there is 
also evidence for transfer of plasmid-
borne resistance from enterococci to 
Staphylococcus aureus.9

Parker and colleagues promoted the 
common argument that a reduction 
of use of in-feed ionophores will 
require an increased use of clinically 
relevant antibiotics to treat infections. 
In contrast to this, the Norwegian 
in-feed ionophore-free broiler rearing 
programme has not seen increased 
use of clinically relevant antibiotics 
since its implementation in 2016.10

Taken together, the (indirect) risks 
posed by ionophore use to human 
health appear higher than accounted 
for. These risks have not been costed 
into any of the models presented. 
The true cost to human health, when 
continuing business as usual, may 
ultimately surpass the estimated 
impact of reduction or removal of 
ionophores.

Letters are not 
peer-reviewed, 
unless stated

Fig 1: Red squirrel found in the Treborth Botanical Gardens, Bangor, 
with signs of squirrelpox
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Roger Simm, head of department
Institute of Oral Biology, University of Oslo, 
Oslo, Norway
email: roger.simm@odont.uio.no
Anne-Margrete Urdahl, senior scientist
Norwegian Veterinary Institute, Ås, Norway
Joost Stassen, Mariel Pikkemaat,  
senior scientists
Wageningen Food Safety Research, 
Wageningen University and Research, 
Wageningen, Netherlands
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DANIEL PARKER AND STEPHEN LISTER 
RESPOND
WE thank the authors for their interest 
in our paper but would like to highlight 
some significant omissions and what 
we consider to be misrepresentations 
of the existing data and science.

The authors say that ‘resistance 
to ionophores has now been 
demonstrated’; however, this 
terminology is incorrect. There are no 
established clinical breakpoints for 
ionophores, and isolates with elevated 
minimal inhibitory concentrations 
(MICs) should not be referred to as 
‘resistant’ as this implies clinical 
resistance. Data reported in national 
programmes interpret susceptibility 
data using epidemiological cut-off 
values, not clinical breakpoints.1

Nilsson and colleagues published 
papers investigating the relationship 
between vancomycin-resistant 
Enterococcus faecium (VRE) and 
increased MICs to narasin, as 
referenced by the letter authors. 
However, they fail to acknowledge 
that Nilsson et al concluded in their 
most recent paper: ‘This would mean 
that the use of narasin has probably 
slightly increased concomitantly with 
the decreased occurrence of VRE 
among Swedish broilers described 
in this study. All of this taken 
together, the hypothesis that use of 
narasin plays a role in persistence 
of vancomycin resistance among 
enterococci in Swedish broilers is 
weakened.’2

This is further supported by the 
conclusions in the SVARM report3 
on the monitoring of VRE in Sweden 
that there are no indications that the 
presence of VRE in broilers in Sweden 
has affected the situation in Swedish 
healthcare. 

It is well recognised that E faecium 
strains are host specific, but that 
they can transiently colonise other 
species, including people. However, 
it is misleading to then reference 
Arredondo-Alonso and others4 to 
imply that resistance genes may be 
transferred when these authors state 
that the clones of E faecium and the 
plasmids that carry resistance genes 
that infect broilers and people are 
distinct, and that clones found in 
broilers are not relevant in human 
medicine.

The authors accuse us of promoting 
the common argument that reduction 
of the use of in-feed ionophores will 
lead to an increased use of clinically 
relevant antibiotics, but this is the 
experience of practising poultry 
veterinarians from many countries 
where in-feed ionophores have been 
removed. Antibiotic use may not 
have increased in Norway, but a clear 
deterioration in broiler health, with 
significant increases in mortality 
and carcase condemnations, was 
demonstrated in Norway between 
2014 and 2017 following the 
removal of ionophores.5 Researchers 
and veterinarians commenting on 
the results of USA no-ionophore 
programmes conclude that the 
increased welfare and mortality risks 
would necessitate the increased use of 
antibiotics.6,7

As a profession we are encouraged 
to move to more ‘evidence-based’ 
practices, an approach championed by 

Ionophore 
coccidiostats 
are a valuable 
tool in the 
toolbox of 
solutions 
to control 
coccidiosis in 
commercial 
poultry
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this journal. Ionophore coccidiostats 
are a valuable tool in the toolbox of 
solutions to control coccidiosis in 
commercial poultry. Removal will have 
significant impacts on the health and 
sustainability of broiler production.8 
While co-occurrence between 
increased MICs to ionophores and 
some antibiotic resistance genes have 
been reported, the evidence to date is 
that this has no significant impact on 
human healthcare.

Daniel Parker, poultry practitioner
Slate Hall Veterinary Service, Metheringham, 
Lincoln, Lincolnshire LN4 3HX
email: daniel.parker@slatehall.co.uk
Stephen Lister, poultry veterinarian
Norwich, Norfolk
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PROFESSION

Veterinary valentines
AN ode to the people who make this 
job great. 

You remind me to keep breathing 
when my bitch spay is bleeding. You 
shove a square or two of chocolate 

in my mouth when I look like I need 
feeding. You know exactly when to pull 
my leg and when to hand out a hug. 
You consistently hit the veins I can’t, 
yet never look smug. 

You offer gentle guidance when 
repeatedly failing to intubate a rabbit. 
Before I even think to ask for the 2 
metric vicryl, I turn around and there 
you have it. You’ve picked me up when 
I’ve crashed my car into a ditch. You’ve 
scratched my nose when I’m scrubbed 
up and it’s started to itch.

You’ve helped me with cow 
caesareans in wee hours of the 
morning. You’ve brought me the 
embryotomy wire when I’ve forgotten it 
for dehorning. You’ve bought salt and 
vinegar crisps on a Friday. Just to make 
sure we don’t get hangry.

You’ve kept me company and invited 
me for Sunday lunch when I was on 
my own. You’ve cooked me Christmas 
dinner when I was on call and a long 
way away from home. You’ve answered 
FaceTime when you’re off work and I 
am faced with a bleeding bitch spay. 
You’ve bought me tins of mojitos at 
the end of a long day. You’ve looked 
at x-rays pinged across WhatsApp at 
midnight...replying just to let me know 
you agree with me and the heart really 
does look alright! 

So during this time filled with love 
hearts and red roses, don’t forget to 
show some love to the low-key heroes 
under our noses.

Anna Cunningham, veterinary surgeon
Downpatrick, County Down, Northern Ireland
email: annacunningham2323@gmail.com

WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT

Fate of hunted foxes
IN response to the last sentence in 
Martin Whitehead’s interesting letter 
regarding gamebirds (VR, 7/14 January 
2023, vol 192, pp 38–39), we would 
like to point out that hunting foxes 
with hounds did not leave wounded 
survivors. They were either dispatched 
quickly or escaped uninjured.

Elizabeth Rhys-Jones, Louisa Cheape, 
committee members
DJ Renney, chairman
Aoife Bakonyi Byrne, secretary
Veterinary Association for Wildlife 
Management, Unit 2 Cotswold Business Village, 
Moreton-in-Marsh, Gloucestershire GL56 0JQ
email: e.rhysjones@btinternet.com

DEATH NOTICES

Brudenall On 19 October 2022, Denise 
Kathryn Brudenall (née Lambert), MA, 
VetMB, MVS, MACVSc, FACVSc, CertVR, 
CertVOphthal, MRCVS, of Woffdene, 
Queensland, Australia. Dr Brudenall 
qualified from Cambridge in 1987.

Duckhouse On 12 January 2023, John 
Leonard Duckhouse, BVSc, MRCVS, of 
St Thomas, Barbados. Dr Duckhouse 
qualified from Bristol in 1974.

Windsor On 22 November 2022,  
Roger Stanley Windsor, BVM&S, 
MRCVS, MBE, of Dumfries, Dumfries 
and Galloway. Dr Windsor qualified 
from Edinburgh in 1963.

HOW TO SUBMIT A LETTER OR NOTICE
If you would like to send us a letter or notice, please send 
it by email to: vet.letters@bvajournals.com or by post to 
The Editor, Vet Record, 7 Mansfield Street, London W1G 
9NQ. Letters on all topics related to the science, practice 
and politics of veterinary medicine and surgery will be 
considered for publication, but Vet Record reserves the 
right to refuse to publish, cut or edit your letter at our sole 
discretion. Letters should not usually exceed 400 words. 
Titles, references (which are restricted to 10) and address 
details are not included in the word count.

During this 
time filled 
with love 
hearts and 
red roses, 
don’t forget 
to show 
some love to 
the low-key 
heroes under 
our noses
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